decades later requires consideration. Most of the existing scholarship on libels has been conducted by historians, concerned with issues of public opinion and political culture. Thomas Cogswell, for example, argues that the poems document "the emergence of popular political awareness"; similarly, Pauline Croft interprets them as "valuable evidence for a lively public opinion, emanating from London but not confined to the capital."7 Work by literary scholars on the political poetry of the early seventeenth century has tended to avoid general questions about the mode, focusing rather on individual poems or groups of poems.8 The purpose of the present investigation, therefore, is to consider as broadly as possible the practices of libeling and the qualities and functions of verse libels. For, as Donne's letter suggests, it would be wrong to approach libels as no more than strategic statements that directly reflect popular opinion. Libels were also acknowledged as literary products, and it is important to appreciate the significance of literary codes and expectations in the culture of early Stuart libeling. Such an approach promises, by extension, to illuminate the interaction between literary and political discourse in the prerevolutionary decades: at a time during which the political situation stimulated a wealth of liter-ature, and literature helped to provide a language for the emergent divisions in the state. This article will initially contextualize early Stuart libeling, considering the literary origins of the form, its growth in the seventeenth century, and its construction as a licensed mode. Subsequently, I will analyze the major sources for the study of libels and will argue that the culture of the verse miscellany contributed at once to the proliferation and developing characteristics of the poems. The final section will then consider the libel's principal generic qualities and its function in literary and political discourse. As will become apparent, while the early Stuart practices of libeling overlapped with news culture, the libel demanded specific strategies of interpretation. Whereas news claimed attention for its purported truth value, the libel was by nature excessive, proffering illicit truths but simultaneously stretching into satire's realm of manifest fiction.9 This ambiguity invited the detached aesthetic appreciation signaled by Donne but also facilitated achievements of satiric discrimination and stigmatization which resonated throughout political discourse in the period.
I
The verse libel is unique as a literary mode because it owes its definition to the law. William Hudson's Jacobean "Treatise of the Court of Star Chamber" identified a wide range of libelous practices: "Libels are of several kinds; either by scoffing at the person of another in rhyme or prose, or by personating him, thereby to make him ridiculous; or by setting up horns at his gate, or picturing or describing him; or by writing of some base or defamatory letter, and publishing the same to others, or some scurvy love-letter to himself, whereby it is not likely but he should be provoked to break the peace."10 Francis Bacon was more attuned to the poetic dimension of libeling, noting in 1592 that libels are "sometimes contrived into pleasant pasquils and satires, to move sport."" By the seventeenth century, the libel was more specifically understood to be an unauthorized and controversial text, generally in poetic form, on a person or topical issue. Hence a poem attacking the duke of Buckingham would clearly be classified as a libel, but so too would a piece eulogizing his assassin. 12 At the outset of the seventeenth century, practices of libeling were informed by both popular traditions and literary antecedents. Legal minds were principally concerned with cases in which libelous poems were employed in local disputes, where the poetry was often linked to traditional shaming rituals and riots. Details of such cases survive in the records of church courts and the Star Chamber, to which cases were increasingly brought from the sixteenth century. 13 In literary and courtly circles, meanwhile, libelous verse was shaped and justified according to loose generic categories. Early in the sixteenth century, John Skelton supported his personal attacks by reference to the classical authority of "famous poettes saturicall."'l4 Vague notions that satire originated in Greek satyr plays, and the appreciation that at least Lucilius among the Roman satirists attacked his targets by name, underpinned such statements. 15 Satiric theory, especially before the concerted neoclassicism of the 1590s, commonly justified "taunting Darcklye certeyn men of state" or figuring "a foule-mouth Jester who might sing / To rogues, the story of a lousie king."'6 Related literary modes also contributed to the development of libeling. Celtic satire was intertwined with practices of incantation and cursing, and it was believed to have tangible effects, even causing death. 17 celled, was appreciated as a vitriolic, highly performative, and competitive poetic exchange.18 Further support for libeling was derived from the sixteenth-century Roman practice of attaching anonymous topical verses to the statue of Pasquino.l9 The "pasquil," as Bacon recognized in 1592, became a fashionable term for witty and libelous verses, particularly when distributed surreptitiously around the city and court.
The outpouring of formal verse satire in the 1590s served to clarify the status of the verse libel, largely through means of negative definition. As I have suggested elsewhere, libel was encoded as satire's other: a mode satirists regularly invoked as a foil against which to define their work, but which could never satisfactorily be separated from their neoclassical genre.20 The libel was figured as a debased mode, nurtured by popular traditions rather than classical authority, employing indigenous meters rather than satire's iambic pentameter couplet, attacking individuals rather than generalized types of vice, steeped in ephemeral topical issues rather than enduring moral struggles, and concerned with undermining authority rather than purging evil in the interests of authority. These arguments were pursued right through to John Dryden's classic essay on satire, which carefully distinguishes between poets who adhere to classical models and standards of generic decorum, and the "multitude of scribblers, who daily pester the world with . . . lampoons and libels."2' Although this process of discrimination was often tenuous, literary historians generally agree that it contributed to the construction of a native conception of satire. By extension, it also helped to establish the libel as an independent mode, requiring different strategies for writing, reading, and circulation.
It is clear that writers appreciated these points of distinction, though it is equally clear that many distinguished poets still chose to write libels. For example, the satirist Thomas Bastard was expelled from Oxford for his libels on university scandals, while John Harington was both a collector and writer of scandalous verse.22 A note in Harington's Diary records his intention to "write a damnable storie and put it in goodlie verse about Lord A. He hath done me some ill turnes." Remarkably, the It becomes clear from such cases that libeling was a more prevalent and also a more important phenomenon than an attribution to "pot poets" might suggest. Some, such as Gill, were apparently motivated by a conviction that corruption at court was endangering the nation. Gill was in fact as close to a revolutionary as the 1620s affords, having been known to drink a toast to John Felton, Buckingham's assassin, and to declare that "we have a fine wise King. He has wit enough to be a shopkeeper, to ask 'What do you lack?' and that is all."44 In contrast to this political fervor, other writers may rather have followed "the sway of the multitude" which Chamberlain suspected was behind the plethora of Cecil libels.45 Certain waves of libeling had an undeniably self-generating character, and some writers perhaps seized merely on an opportunity to exercise their powers. For instance, at least one person appears to have taken the death of Buckingham as a topic for a rhetorical exercise, writing epitaphs against and in commendation of the duke, both of which survive on the same page of a miscellany.46 And while it would be impossible to deny that some wrote poetry in exchange for money, even in such cases a piecework economy shades into patronage exchanges, which were a fact of life for most of the leading poets of the age. Thus But while the libel had an identifiable status within patronage networks, it remained perforce an anonymous mode, and authors were rarely identified beyond a small coterie. The need for anonymity is evidenced by the experience of Zouche Townley, who was widely identified as the author of a panegyric on Felton and was consequently forced to flee the country.49 As well as being a practical restraint on a poet seeking recognition, however, anonymity should also be considered as a condition which contributed to the character of libelous verse. Most notably, it underset the rhetorically inflated, taunting voice adopted by many of the writers. In one poem attacking Buckingham for his leadership of the failed Isle of Rhe military expedition in 1627, the author mocks the duke, admitting that he was injured in the expedition and, hence, may almost be identifiable, but nonetheless exploits his namelessness:
Now I have said enough to thee, great George, If I were knowne, 'twould make thy radge disgorge Its venome on me; yet for all this hate Lett's on this distance expostulate.50
The "distance" of anonymity is empowering. The "expostulation" is thus by nature evasive: inevitably more of a protest or remonstration than a debate.5' Anonymity was reinforced by the libel's status as a manuscript mode. A few libelous poems were printed, but the vast majority derived both an audience and a reputation through means of manuscript publication.52 This characteristic further distinguishes the libel from formal verse satire, which was emphatically a product of print culture. Apart channels.68 Much evidence for libeling, in fact, survives from the period's emergent manuscript networks for the spread of news.69 But much more evidence survives in verse miscellanies, which drew upon the period's thriving news culture yet laid claim to a less ephemeral and more literary status. An analysis of these sources will offer a greater appreciation of the situation of libeling within literary culture. Such an approach will also illuminate the textual practices of libelers, who commonly exploited the interaction between their work and the circulation of news, as they fashioned poetry with inherently excessive qualities. A libel was always less and more than news: unreliable in its facts but intriguing in its fictions.
The news culture of early Stuart England had established oral and written dimensions. Its heart was St. Paul's Cathedral, the acknowledged metropolitan center for seekers and gatherers of news, and an obvious site in which libels might be passed into circulation.70 The rapid transmission of libels into the provinces is documented by sources such as the regular newsletters written by the Cambridge academic Joseph Mead to a more isolated associate and the news diary maintained by the Suffolk clergyman John Rous-texts which have been central in historical studies of news and political awareness. Such sources also underline the danger libels posed to the reader according to contemporary law. In the opinion of the Star Chamber, "it seemethe to be a perylouse thinge to keepe a lybelle, especiallye if it touche the state"; it was held instead to be imperative that libels be brought immediately to the attention of a magistrate, and ultimately put before the Privy Council.7' Mead was well aware of the dangers: when sending his correspondent one libel on Buckingham he commented, "I know you will not think it fitt to be showen, though I send it you. If you do, at your owne perill. Ile deny it."72 Consumers of news were also well aware that libels required different reading practices than those applied to the standard prose reports. 73 News was assessed in terms of its truth value. As David Cockburn has shown, Mead was particularly rigorous in his analysis, categorizing reports in terms ranging from "information" or "intelligence" for news considered to be reliable, down to the more suspect categories of "report," "relation," "tale," or mere "talk."74 By comparison, libels were often tantalizing in their offering of truths beyond the public record but remained an unquestionably suspect textual mode. Shuger has argued that even the most mendacious of libels were widely read as statements of fact, and as such they exercised an unfortunate influence on the political process.75 The majority of evidence from the sources in which the texts survive, however, does not support her argument. Rous, for example, transcribed a long poem about the Isle of Rhe expedition but commented that ogist for the Caroline court, Corbett's interest in popular culture was instrumental in shaping a form of highly topical poetry, expressed in a "coarse and colloquial" style. 96 An interest in topical and libelous poetry thus informed literary tastes in the great period of English miscellany compilation, which lasted from around 1620 to the 1640s.97 The vogue for the miscellany was a phenomenon centered on though not restricted to the universities; this vogue not only preserved poetry, but also helped to shape the work of writers. Some miscellanies combine poetry with prose documents or notes. Many others are purely devoted to poetry and evidence a prevalent concern among readers to gather the work of major contemporary poets. Significantly, no writer is more consistently represented in miscellanies than Corbett, whose poetry circulated widely beyond Oxford and is fundamental in the many surviving volumes associated with Christ Church.98 Other important poets in this context include William Strode, Henry King, Carew, Herrick, Donne, and Jonson. Apart from Jonson, these were poets who eschewed printed publication and relied on the miscellany as a medium for establishing personal reputation and textual survival. Although the libel has been described as an "underground" form, it in fact thrived in a literary context in which manuscript circulation was valorized by most of the major writers.
The The play of irony in such poems thereby becomes a powerfully anarchic force, which carries the potential to erode the structures on which the authority of the monarch was erected. One poem demonstrates this effect in a comment on the notorious case of Frances Howard, who received a divorce from the earl of Essex, to whom she had been married as a child, after she claimed that the marriage had not been consummated. Howard then married James's court favourite Carr but was subsequently convicted of planning the murder of Carr's associate Overbury, who had consistently opposed the match. The poem panders to the bawdy humor and misogyny that surrounded the case; however, the ironic suggestion that "greatness or ye law" can conspire to "prove" a man's "weapon insufficient" touches significantly on the foundations of justice in the state. The commission which ultimately decreed Howard's virginity was constituted of the Archbishop of Canterbury, three other bishops, and six civilian lawyers and judges. When it was deadlocked, James added another two bishops to secure the decision he wanted.'25 The implication of the king in the corruption is reiterated in the final lines, which note the promotion of Carr to a "place" for which he was manifestly unfit, merely on the grounds of "his good face."
Other writers employ irony to shape artfully ambiguous poems, which challenge the claims of truth raised by opposing sides in political controversies. One epitaph on Raleigh slides treacherously in intent according to the weight laid on either half of the final line: "Of Raleighs life and death the sum of all to tell / none ever livde so ill, The poem translates the epitaph into a mode of comic instability. It endorses and exploits a culture of political controversy, collapsing the identity of the duke between the play of competing discourses.
Although unusual, the poem typifies the libelous attention to the fashioning of reputations and mirrors the practices of the compilers of miscellanies, who transcribed together poems presenting diametrically opposed views. This celebration of semantic instability provides further evidence of the literary sophistication which informed the culture of early Stuart libeling. Just as the practices of miscellany compilers evidence an appreciation of libels as literary texts that cannot merely be equated with news or popular opinion, so authors may be observed exploring the resources of the mode, with its capacity for the bitterest of invective or for a subtler but equally subversive irony. The libel functioned as an independent literary mode, broadly satiric but recognized by writers and readers alike as separable from formal verse satire. Its artful excess always had a performative quality, which demanded recognition on literary grounds. Simultaneously, however, the libeler's railing and irony undermined both orthodox discourses of authority that were dependent on assumptions of social order and strategies of courtly panegyric. Moreover, libels employed powerful strategies of discrimination and stigmatization, which helped to provide a language for the attacks on courtly corruption which gathered force throughout the 1620s and 1630s. Libels must therefore be acknowledged as subversive, though not necessarily oppositional. Their greatest significance within political culture resided in their attention to language and the construction of identities, rather than in any project to divide the polity into identifiable parties. Hence, arguments that they represent a polarized political culture, which anticipates that of the 1640s, require modification. It is an overstatement to claim that this poetry "constructs a mode of emergent oppositional rationality"-not least because the mode rarely laid claim to a voice of reason. 128 Libels were not just political statements but also literary constructions, shaped according to identifiable conventions. Contemporary readers appreciated this. They understood that the libel was a mode which sprawled across the shadowy line separating illicit truth from manifest fiction, unauthorized news from artful satire. A historicized approach to the manuscript literature of this period should aim to recover this sophistication, and thus to appreciate more fully the verse libel within its cultural context.
